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An MQ-1C Gray Eagle taxis before a surveillance mission at Camp Taji in Baghdad, Iraq, Nov 23, 2010. It was operated by Quick Reaction 
Capability 1-Reaction 1 which was the only unit using the aircraft in Iraq at the time. (Photo by SPC Roland Hale, USA)
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MQ-1C GRAY EAGLE QUICK 
REACTION CAPABILITY LEGACY
By CPT Randy J Beck, USA and 
CW2 Scott E. Dozier, USA
 The Army’s MQ-1C Gray Eagle 
quick reaction capability (QRC) will 
conclude its fifth, and final, combat ro-
tation in May 2014. Although the rota-
tions of the QRCs from the 2-13th Avia-
tion Regiment will soon end, the legacy 
and lethal capabilities will continue. 
Echo Company, 160th Special Opera-
tions Aviation Regiment (Airborne) will 
assume the QRC mission and continue 
to provide armed reconnaissance, sur-
veillance, and target acquisition (RSTA) 
support to ground force commanders 
anywhere in the world. The Army’s 
QRCs personify the special operation 
truth: quality is better than quantity.
 Every nine months, for the past 
four years in the remote southern Ari-
zona desert, the United States Army’s 
Unmanned Aircraft System Train-
ing and Doctrine Command Training 
Battalion assembled two 18-Soldier 
teams. These teams consist of 12 MQ-
1C Gray Eagle operators (15W) fresh 
from the schoolhouse, a supply ser-
geant (92Y), a flight operations special-
ist (15P), two unmanned aircraft sys-
tems (UASs), warrant officers (150U), a 
first sergeant, and a commander. The 
two warrant officers provide technical 
and tactical expertise for UAS safety 
and operations. They come from ei-
ther manned or unmanned aviation 
backgrounds and serve as platoon 
leaders, payload operators, and flight 
operations officers. The company com-
mander, with a manned aviation back-
ground, and usually the last to arrive 
at the unit, has two months to develop 
and train the team for combat. These 
18-Soldier teams deploy to Afghanistan 
and join the Combined Joint Special 
Operations Task Force. Upon arrival, 
and within a few months of their in-
ception, the Army expects these units 
to support America’s most elite special 
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forces units with precision airstrikes 
and constant RSTA support across the 
theater. They are armed with AGM-114 
Hellfire missiles and tasked to fly seven 
days a week. Each unit averages over 
900 flight hours per month, limited 
only by weather.
 The Army UAS operators are col-
located with the ground force. They car-
ry rifles, eat MREs, and live in tents in 
the middle of the fight. They meet with 
the joint terminal air controllers and 
ground force commanders before and 
after missions to exchange information 
and provide after-action reviews. They 
celebrate their victories and mourn 
their losses together. This cooperation 
builds camaraderie and trust, and has 
resulted in over 100 Hellfire missile 
strikes and unmeasurable intelligence 
data in support of special operations 
forces in every corner of Afghanistan.
 The QRC capabilities continue 
to improve as the UAS technology de-
velops. The QRCs often test new equip-
ment and software in a combat envi-
ronment to speed up the acquisition 
and fielding processes. The Gray Ea-
gle software requires two or three up-
grades each year to incorporate the lat-
est advances. QRC operators routinely 
learn new control interface systems. It 
is common to hear the phrase, “I have 
never seen that before” during QRC op-
erations.
Due to the small size of the QRC, oper-
ators train and perform various tasks 
beyond flying. They conduct preflight 
inspections, load their own missiles, 
and manage parts and resupply. Op-
erators also perform guard duty along 
with other basic tasks required of an 
Army Soldier.
 May 2014 will mark the end of 
this little known, yet highly regarded, 
capability called the QRC. The 160th 
Special Operations Aviation Regiment 
(Airborne) will take command and 
evolve this force into a fully staffed 
aviation company. They will receive the 
best training and the superior support 
that has become the hallmark of the 
160th. They will continue to progress 
and achieve great results. They are the 
leading edge of Army UASs, and will 
change the battlefield and the face of 
Army aviation. When they look back, 
they will remember from where they 
came, a group of 18 young Soldiers 
with minimal guidance and training 
tasked to support and protect Ameri-
ca’s elite.
The authors serve with the 2-13th 
AVN regiment at Fort Huachuca, Ar-
izona. CPT Beck is a UH-60M pilot 
and CW2 Dozier is a 150U UAS tech-
nical Warrant
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